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Since the five Central American presidents signed the regional peace accord on Aug. 7 in Guatemala
City, the Nicaraguan government has revised and expanded the amnesty program it initiated in
1983. Whereas the original amnesty program was administered solely by the Ministry of the Interior
(MINT), the new amnesty is offered through a national network of local civilian peace commissions
designed to address specific details of the program in each community. Recently, Witness for Peace
representatives spoke with members of local peace commissions and other Nicaraguans in towns
throughout Jinotega, Esteli, Nueva Segovia, and Chontales departments. Witness for Peace (WFP)
is a church- sponsored research group with offices in Washington and Managua. WFP volunteers,
many of whom are members of religious groups in the US, are posted in communities throughout
Nicaragua. Their activities are concentrated on traveling to the sites of contra attacks and clashes
between the Sandinista army and contras, where they interview survivors. It is the only private
organization that attempts systematically to investigate every significant armed confrontation
in Nicaragua. In an Oct. 8 news brief, WFP examines the local commissions in the Nicaraguan
countryside, community responses to the peace plan and amnesty, and the views of some who
have accepted amnesty since Aug. 7. The news brief is summarized below. Within three weeks of
the signing of the peace accord, the Nicaraguan government began to encourage the formation of
local peace commissions throughout rural Nicaragua, in addition to the National Reconciliation
Commission announced Aug. 25. In each region the commissions attempt to respond to the needs
of the local community; serve as non-government contacts for contras who wish to accept amnesty,
and educating citizens about the accord. In Region V (Boaco, Chontales, Nueva Guinea) alone, 55
commissions have been established. According to the Red Cross in Juigalpa, 25 contras accepted
amnesty in that area during the first 30 days after the accord was signed. Under the previous
amnesty procedures, contras who disarmed went first to MINT, and were sometimes detained for
questioning. Under the current program, the contras contact any member of a peace commission
and are reintegrated into the community without interrogation or detention. The local commissions
consist of community leaders often Catholic priests and Protestant ministers, members of the
Red Cross, and local business leaders. Government representatives sit on some commissions,
while in other cases, such as the Pantasma Valley commission, members derive from the political
opposition. In general, the government invites individuals to be commission members, and each
person chooses whether or not to participate. In Rio Blanco, however, the community organized
a town meeting where commission members were first nominated by residents and then elected.
A private businessman selected as a member of the Esteli Peace Commission summarized the
commission's role for WFP: "The principal task is to serve as a guarantee for those who want to
take amnesty, to ensure that they do not pass through any prison or military base, but go directly
to the Red Cross or the Catholic parish. We make sure that [persons who accept amnesty receive]
lodging, food, and the papers which assure their freedom...We see that they are returned to their
families and communities. "The tasks of the commission are to be elaborated by the commission
itself," he continued. "There are no pre- established norms. It is possible that we will go out into
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the communities to speak directly to the families of those who have taken up arms. We will have to
examine the needs of the region and then respond according to the initiative of each member of the
commission." On Sept. 15, Central America Independence Day, the local government of Pantasma
Valley, Jinotega, called a public meeting to inform local residents of the purpose and structure of
the peace commissions. Close to 300 people from a 15-mile radius attended the meeting, where they
heard Reynaldo Gudamuz Lopez, 38, the local Sandinista Party representative, describe the peace
commission and read the Guatemala accords. Gudamuz said, "We know that the contras are afraid
to come in to MINT because they may be detained...These people [the commission] are neutral,
they are mediators, so that the contras will not be afraid to come in...None of [the commission
members] are connected to the government. They have the same responsibility as all Nicaraguans to
construct this peace process that we all want." He then read the Guatemala accords in their entirety,
and gave a copy to a representative from each community. Some residents of the Pantasma Valley
believe the contras will not trust the commission and the amnesty process. But after five years of
war, people of all political persuasions are interested in the move toward reconciliation. "This is
a process for building trust," a Jinotega Catholic priest told WFP. "There has been great mistrust,
especially because of MINT, but this process is increasing communication and [the government
is] being more frank. The basis of the trust is the Guatemala accords, and the signatures of all five
Central American countries. "There is a different attitude now one of wanting to forget what has
come before, and start over. Everyone is tired," the priest told WFP. "When I go out on missions to
rural communities, I take with me pictures and articles from the newspapers and put up a mural.
I explain a bit about the peace process so that people can see what the Cardinal is doing and what
government leaders are saying." Four men escaped the ranks of the contras in late September and
returned to San Pedro de Lovago, Chontales, after being kidnapped by the contras in June and
forced into military service. WFP interviewed the three brothers, Javier, Jorge, and Enrique Mendez,
and their uncle, Sergio Mendez. The four, all small farmers, were kidnapped from their home
outside of San Pedro de Lovago, and spent four months with a group of about 200 contras. One of
the brothers told WFP that they first heard about the new amnesty on the radio. He estimated that
at the time he and the others escaped, nearly 25 contras had already left the group of 200. He said
all of the men in his group had heard about the amnesty, but did not speak of it among themselves.
Contra troops caught conspiring or attempting to escape to amnesty are executed by their group
commanders, he said. The men left the contras one night while on guard duty, and first went to their
homes and families. They then went with their families to San Pedro and presented themselves to
the mayor, a member of the local peace commission. WFP spoke with the four men just three days
after they arrived in San Pedro, and confirmed that the men and their families were received by the
commission and provided with food and clothing. The Mendez family has chosen to settle in San
Pedro, as it offers greater protection from retaliation by the contras. The commission plans to help
them find work and permanent housing. In Ocotal, Nueva Segovia, the peace commission includes
a former contra who took amnesty on Aug. 17. Lester Ponce Agurcia, 30, who joined the contras
voluntarily two years ago, came from Honduras with his wife and two children. He agreed to join
the peace commission when asked by the government soon after his return. Speaking with WFP a
month after his return, he described his sense of the mood in Honduras: "There are people dying
on the other side, like here. They want peace. Many families are coming across the border...As far
as I know, no one has experienced any problems on their return. "I believe that all those who can
return to Nicaragua will," Ponce continued. "There is a big change in the amnesty process since the
accords." Although peace commissions are sprouting up in towns throughout Nicaragua, contra
attacks on civilians have continued unabated since Aug. 7. There has also been apparent targeting
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by the contras of people promoting the amnesty. On Sept. 7, contras ambushed and killed Moises
Cordoba, a local Sandinista representative in Condega, and Esperanza Flores, a radio reporter from
Esteli, as they returned from a meeting where Cordoba had explained the revised amnesty program.
Cordoba, 42, traveled to El Bramadero, a small community 10 mi. east of Condega, specifically to
talk about the amnesty program. He invited families from neighboring Jocote who were known
to have relatives with the contras. WFP spoke with Alfredo Martinez, a campesino who attended
the meeting. He said that Cordoba had described the amnesty program and encouraged families
to talk to their relatives currently with the contras to let them know about the process. Cordova
had called the Esteli radio station three times the week before the meeting to request a reporter to
accompany him. Esperanza Flores, 30, agreed to go on the trip. After the meeting, at about 2:15 p.m.,
Cordoba and Flores began the return trip to Condega on Cordoba's motorcycle. Just one kilometer
outside of El Bramadero they were ambushed by the contras, and both were killed immediately.
"They suffered shots in the head and in the stomach, and had holes from bayonets in the head and
in the chest. Both bodies had these wounds," a witness who recovered the bodies told WFP. "It
appeared to me that they had received the stab wounds after death, probably to give more impact
to the incident." The contras also apparently stole Flores' bags. The radio station in Esteli said she
had gone with a tape recorder, and nothing was found at the site. Cordoba's funeral was attended
by people from throughout Esteli and Nueva Segovia. A priest from the area, speaking to WFP
after the service, said, "These people went out offering peace, and this was the contras' response."
Note: Names of some witnesses were changed at their request. [WFP donors receive complimentary
Newsbriefs, mailed third-class, upon request. First-class subscriptions are available for $15/year
from: Witness for Peace, P.O. Box 29497, Washington, D.C. 20017.]
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